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Abstract 
This paper examines the experience and outcomes associated with an applied Change Management Module, completed as part of 
an executive MBA programme, built on the principles of critical thinking and reflective practice, with a distinct action learning 
approach to curriculum delivery and assignment completion. The action learning ethos seeks to facilitate executive skill 
development based on the integration of knowledge gained from experience and that gained from scholarship, and underlined by 
critical reflection among students engaged in the action learning cycle applied through a year-long project applied in the student/ 
executive’s work environment. Each programme participant is either a senior executive or business owner, tasked with 
completing a change project in his or her own organisation.  The programme ethos is to help these students to improve their 
professional and business performance through a premeditated intervention, designed and implemented under the tutelage of a 
research tutor, supported by a tutor panel, and the programme management team. Findings suggest deeper more thoughtful 
engagement in the research process when of immediate value to the participant’s workplace. 
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Introduction 
 
This paper examines an executive Masters of Business Administration (MBA) research programme in which each 
student is either a senior executive or business owner, tasked with completing a year-long action learning (AL) 
project in his or her own organisation as an aspect of their studies.  While action-based research is now an accepted 
tool in MBA education (Mintzberg & Gosling, 2002; Dehler & Edmonds, 2006; Olsson et al., 2008), the author 
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believes we should pay attention to the quality of the process in ‘taking an attitude of inquiry’, as required in 
practice and when applying the AL method (Dunne & Kelliher, 2013). Therefore, when contemplating the structure 
of this change project, we considered the design from an AL perspective (Revans, 1998; Coghlan & Pedler, 2006) 
which was then applied to both curriculum delivery and assignment completion, as this offered;  
‘an approach to development that puts the emphasis on people learning through close involvement with 
real managerial situations, using all the resources available to understand them, taking action in those 
situations and learning from interpreting the consequences’ (Trehan & Pedler 2011, 2).  
Coghlan and Pedler (2006) elucidate this simply as “the first requirement of (AL) is to take action to change the 
world as a means of understanding it” (p. 129). Instrumental to embedding the AL ethos is the early and sustained 
executive logging of critical reflections by each student (Cunliffe, 2004). The literature suggests that when the class/ 
research tutor acts as learning facilitator, and knowledge generation is more participative, there is greater 
opportunity to negotiate the learning needs of the executive. Furthermore, critical reflection may help alleviate the 
‘relevance-rigor gap’ (Augier & March, 2007) associated with executive education. 
 
ACTION LEARNING AS A CATALYST FOR REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 
 
As adults, it is assumed that learning is deeply rooted in our everyday activities and experience (Cunliffe, 2004; 
Olsson et al., 2008). However, these individuals ‘may not be aware that learning is taking place in the daily course 
of action, since it might be unconscious’ (Olsson et al., 2008, 431-2), thus education can act as a catalyst for 
conscious action. Here, learning is a spiral-like process of experiencing, reflecting, thinking and acting in a recursive 
cycle (Jung, 1931) that is responsive to the learning situation at hand. One means of creating these links is through 
action learning (AL), a key approach used in the observed executive training programme. From an AL perspective, 
this cyclical approach of ‘taking action . . . and learning from interpreting the consequences’ pays homage to the 
ethos that we cannot say that we know something until we have tried to act in the light of any new ‘knowledge’ 
(Revans, 1998; Coghlan & Pedler, 2006; Rigg, 2011). Bilimoria (1998, 266) believes that ‘real world learning is 
based on the notion that experiences generate knowledge and skills’, reinforcing the link between conscious action 
and knowledge generation from a student perspective. Therefore, an MBA executive’s vision of ‘what could be’ 
needs to be based on the accumulated knowledge, research and the evident experience within the MBA change 
programme. Thus, the change is amended ‘in action’ (Rigg, 2008) and the data to inform this practice is collected by 
the student using professional diaries, based on what works well and what needs to be amended. Therefore, 
conscious awareness of the learning cycle and the value of each stage within can impart greater clarity and meaning 
to existing learning processes.  
During the course of the change programme, the executive student implements a planned change in their own 
organisational setting, informed by the literature and relevant management training. Through the AL cycle, each 
student “develops their own understandings to transform their practices through those understandings” (McNiff, 
1990, 52). As students are not always aware of what they have learned (Olsson et al., 2008), the AL cycle prompts 
students to make their learning explicit through the reflection process. Specifically, when pursuing a change 
programme in his/her own organisational setting, problem identification, diagnosis and evaluation/analysis offer a 
means of student learning from reflection-in-action (Ghaye & Lillyman, 1997). This creates the potential for 
conscious action as advocated in the literature. It also presents a valuable research technique to the business 
researcher, as it is practitioner-focused and seeks to bridge tacit and explicit knowledge by looking for ‘taken-for-
granteds’ in the organisational setting (Trehan & Rigg, 2005). Furthermore, it is one of the few techniques that offer 
the researcher the opportunity to observe change first hand (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010) with the benefit of an 
underlying structure offering guidance throughout the research process. Thus, the AL ethos is designed to 
incorporate lived experience into the student’s learning process.  
 
While experience provides an important basis for education, it is the critical reflection among executives engaged in 
the AL cycle that builds capability (Stewart et al., 2008). Schön’s (1983) idea of a ‘reflective practitioner’ 
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foregrounds the more tacit element of learning in ways which underline the importance of reflection, not just as a 
retrospective process but as part of the on-going way in which understanding and experience relate. When applied in 
this manner, reflection serves as a means to make sense of and leverage experience, and to convert knowledge into 
action in ‘real time’. It also allows for the “constant questioning of one’s values and theories” (Raelin, 1997, 369), 
which can ultimately lead to a transformation of perspective. Cunliffe (2004) advocates the maintenance of a 
reflective journal as a rigorous documentary tool, thereby offering greater credence to the student’s research 
findings. Thus, by incorporating observation and reflection on how the experience linked the enacted change to 
management knowledge, students proceed toward analysing their own learning through critical reflection (Dehler & 
Edmonds, 2006).  
 
THE PROPOSED AL PROGRAMME CYCLE 
 
The observed MBA is a part-time executive programme delivered over a two-year period. The primary focus of this 
study is two interlinked modules: Research Methods and Change Management. The programme focuses on 
actionable skill development, through project-based research, which allows for reflective action and critical 
theorising (Cunliffe, 2004; Francis & Cowan, 2008). This integrated approach has the support of contemporary 
experts including Cunliffe (2004), Olsson et al. (2008), and Augier & March (2007), among others. Therefore, 
students prepare and present an organisational problem-based research proposal, with a theoretical perspective on 
the subject matter of focus and a theory-informed intervention to be implemented in their own work setting. On 
completion of the research module, each student presents his or her research proposal to a panel of tutors, followed 
by a panel discussion on the proposal. Subsequently, students receive written feedback from the panel, and are 
assigned a tutor for the duration of the project, which is also supported by the Change Management Module. Each 
student then embarks on an 18-week change project, chronicling the intervention itself, and the post-intervention 
impact on the organisation. The change management project itself was broken into distinct stages:  
 
 Pre-intervention planning – the outcome of which is a ‘Data Collection Protocol (DCP)’ presented to a panel of 
reviewers;  
 Intervention – the outcome of which is ‘initial findings’ presented in poster form at a network evening 
incorporating both peer and tutor panel feedback;  
 Reflective practice – the outcome of which is a journal chronicling the student’s evolutionary thought process in 
relation to the implemented change; 
 Post-intervention analysis – the outcome of which is discussion and recommendations, with the dissertation as a 
final deliverable. 
 
While these could each be delivered using a traditional tutor/ student approach, the collegial value of intermittent 
reconvening of the participants (and tutors) was acknowledged in this aspect of the programme design (Augier & 
March, 2007). Specifically, it allows students to act as practitioners who are not simply problem solvers but also 
researchers, critically examining their practice with their learning team. The MBA cohort are therefore encouraged 
to look beyond the technical and organisational aspects of presenting problems, and to use this engagement as a 
means for raising social, political and cultural issues, questioning purpose and intentions and, if necessary, 
challenging the assumptions and ‘taken-for-granteds’ on which organisational policies and practices are based 
(Reynolds, 2011). These activities are founded in Rigg’s (2008, 2011) perspective that what is paramount in creating 
knowledge is the quality of the conversation and the interaction that it creates among the learning cohort. Collective 
members learn about everything they can that is connected to the problem and that can help solve it in ‘real time’, 
while simultaneously learning through questioning and reflection while doing so (Marquardt & Waddill, 2004).  
 
FROM ACTIVE TO REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 
 
The programme ethos and resultant structure and design seeks to ensure that the student ‘learns’ from the MBA 
modules/ programme and the AL process. Thus, when the student interacts with the business as an action-researcher, 
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it is important that they not only record their findings, but follow up on the experience by researching the underlying 
ideas and management philosophies, and the change impact through class/peer discussion, tutor interaction, and 
literary immersion, thereby enacting the AL cycle (Jung, 1931).    
 
Figure 1: The Applied AL Cycle 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted from: Jung, 1931 & Coghlan & Brannick, 2010 
 
Figure 1 addresses the AL process within the change programme context, and in doing so, seeks to encourage AL 
cycle completion through active participation in the change project. The proposed programme of research can carry 
the experiential learner forward from generalising to the next experiences, thereby completing the inner AL process, 
but only when optimal learning catalysts at each stage of the project cycle are in place. In pursuit of these underlying 
learning objectives, each student maintains a reflective journal separate to the non-reflective recording of 
observations throughout the change programme, which is examined by the tutor and programme panel at regular 
intervals throughout the research process and handed up with the dissertation. This active-reflection ethos seeks to 
entwine theory and practice in the mind of the student, ultimately resulting in learning (Cunliffe, 2004). Thus, the 
reflective journal is qualitative in nature, and does not pre-specify activities, events, attitudes or feelings, but allows 
the writer to record subjective perceptions of the incident observed, amounting to a personal journal of the research 
process (Ghaye & Lillyman, 1997). Therefore, each student records emergent ideas and results, reflections on 
personal and participant learning, and an ongoing examination of personal attitude. This journal is submitted with 
the final project document, and is marked on a pass/fail basis.  
 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
This paper offers insight into the design of and interaction between action learning, reflective practice and individual 
learning within an executive research programme. The highlighted literature suggests that student needs are better 
served using a learner-centred approach to executive education, wherein problem oriented work-based assessment 
affords the theory/practice balance recommended in the literature. By addressing the individual AL process within 
an change programme cycle, the applied AL Cycle (Figure 1) promotes a cycle of theoretical action and practical 
conceptualisation among students through their interaction with their own change initiative (applied study) and the 
interception of key underlying theoretical constructs on the part of the academic, class and work colleagues and 
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other contributors (informed feedback) for subsequent reflection on what was researched. The attraction of AL is its 
power to simultaneously and resourcefully resolve challenges and develop individuals, teams and organisations at 
minimal cost to institutions (Rigg, 2011). Moreover it involves real people resolving and taking action on real 
problems in real time, and learning through questioning and reflection while doing so (Marquardt & Waddill, 2004). 
Based on existing research, the student’s ability to identify and articulate their learning via reflection and to explore 
their own assumptions via critical reflection is core to the value of the AL project and the programme at large. 
Furthermore, this programme design should facilitate deeper learning by encouraging action-reflection among and 
across all contributors - students, tutors, work colleagues and programme managers. Future research 
recommendations include the potential to expand the proposed model of practice-led executive research in the 
future. 
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